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Abstract
In England, the National Curriculum Framework for Primary Education has explicitly included teaching to think since 2000. In 
Brazil, the National Curriculum does not address this issue explicitly, hence the debate. This paper also outlines a study conducted in 
Brazil that investigated the impact a pedagogical proposal based on a thinking skills intervention known as Philosophy for Children
had on 10 year-olds. The study aimed to ascertain whether group debates about concepts and attitudes had an impact on pupils´ 
disciplinary conduct. Results showed that children enjoyed systematic reflections about key issues. Participant teachers also noticed 
improvements in the classroom. Additional contributions to the understanding of educational policy and practice in Brazil were 
provided.
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1. Introduction
This paper presents a brief comparison between the English and the Brazilian National Curriculum, with regard to its 
guidelines and recommendations for teaching thinking in primary schools. This analysis provides insight into the 
educational system in Brazil and helps us to acknowledge the importance of teachers´ skills, knowledge and training to 
teach thinking in schools. 
In England, this issue has been on the Government’s educational agenda since the 1990´s and the National 
Curriculum Framework for Primary Education, which is the agenda for teaching and learning in schools, establishes the 
subjects taught and the knowledge, skills and understanding required for each subject. Additionally, it sets standards 
for each subject, outlining targets that children should be encouraged to achieve and determines the assessment methods 
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that are used to measure children’s progress. It has explicitly included teaching to think since 2000. In Brazil, the 
National Curriculum does not address this issue explicitly, hence the debate.
Furthermore, this paper aims to outline a study conducted in Brazil that investigated the impact of implementing a 
pedagogical proposal based on a thinking skills intervention known as Philosophy for Children (Lipman et al,. 1980). 
The study presented community of enquiry sessions for two groups of 11 year-olds, in two different public primary 
schools, particularly selected for their well-known disciplinary problems, in order to analyse its impact on discipline, 
self-esteem, creativity and communication skills. The effectiveness of the intervention was evaluated with a 
combination of pre- and post- interviews, tests and non-participant observations. This paper debates the methodology 
underpinning the implementation of such innovative pedagogical proposals and analyses the robustness of the 
evaluation methods. This study aimed to ascertain whether the discussions and reflections about right/wrong, good/bad, 
justice/injustice, etc., had an impact on their attitudes and disciplinary conduct. It also included metacognition (i.e. 
thinking about thinking). The results were positive and showed that children not only enjoyed "thinking" but also 
appreciated the opportunity to reflect upon daily issues in a more organized manner. Two participant teachers noticed 
some improvements in the classroom and reported that students made an effort to control their classroom conduct, to be 
more respectful and patient. 
In sum, this paper provides additional contributions to the understanding of educational policy and practice in Brazil 
and its pedagogical implications and impact on pupils.
2. Can we teach to think in primary schools?
If one learns from others but does not think, one will be bewildered. If, on the other hand,
one thinks but does not learn from others, one will be in peril. 
Confucian Analects
It is safe to say that the main purpose of teaching is to empower students to become self-directed learners capable of 
taking responsibility for their own learning. Teachers can encourage and support this by enabling students to participate 
and become actively engaged in their own learning through dialogue. However, traditional teaching methods and 
pedagogical practice, essentially teacher-centered classes and passive students are still present in schools in many 
countries, namely in Brazil.
In a rapidly-changing world, schools must offer all students greater opportunities for access to knowledge, 
irrespective of age, location or social circumstances. The professional world, in an era of globalization and rapid 
technological change, is increasingly demanding people with enhanced skills and a wider range of competences and 
resources. To keep large amounts of information alone does not seem to suffice anymore; one needs to know how to 
process it in order to use it purposefully and efficiently.
Hence the crucial role of schools. Pupils need to learn to ratiocinate more proficiently, in order to deal with larger 
amounts of information. And research evidence has shown that it is possible to become better thinkers, even though the 
improvement of effective thinking skills requires determination and time (Halpern, 1997). In addition, the change and 
improvement process should start as early as possible whilst children’s physical, cognitive and social patterns are still 
being formed (Sternberg, 1985). As a result, schools should advocate the development of independent and critical 
thinking, as early as possible, to promote successful learning experiences and to prepare students for a competitive and 
increasingly demanding work place.
De Bono (1997) argued that it is vital to promote both the skills of knowledge and the skills of action, in order to 
form individuals that are simultaneously knowledgeable and proactive, idealistic and sensible, and analytical and 
inventive.
Yet, the development of cognitive capabilities involves effort. According to Fisher (2001), thinking is not a natural 
function like sleeping, walking and talking. Thinking needs to be developed, and people do not necessarily become 
wiser as they become older. Some children may learn important thinking skills from their family or others, especially 
when people engage the child in meaningful conversations, stir their imagination or ask them questions that get them to 
think. Children exposed to less nurturing environments, do not have the stimulation that will foster their cognitive 
development. Yet, both children from brain-friendly families and children from less encouraging contexts will benefit 
significantly from teaching methods that take the development of their thinking skills into account.
Hence, the teaching of thinking is currently perceived as a powerful vehicle for efficiently accessing school 
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curricula. Individuals equipped with better thinking skills are more likely to succeed in dealing with the high volume of 
information available to them (Swartz, & Parks, 1994). 
2.1. Higher order thinking skills
Ultimately, the development of higher order thinking skills should be a major concern for schools, but defining what 
exactly “thinking skills, reasoning, critical thought, and problem solving” represent is a challenge (Lewis & Smith, 
1993, pp. 1). 
Additionally, explanations of how learning occurs have been viewed as inadequate, with no single theory 
satisfactorily explaining “how all learning takes place” (Crowl, Kaminsky, & Podell, 1997, pp. 23). A number of factors 
may account for these views about thinking and learning. Firstly, different types of learning require different teaching 
strategies, which means no single method works for all learning, although specific strategies work for specific types. 
Secondly, intelligence is not seen as a static general ability; instead, it is seen as a multitude of abilities that can be 
affected by a number of factors, including teaching strategies. Thirdly, the comprehension of the thinking process has 
moved to a multidimensional view — more like a complex network of interactive abilities instead of being a linear, 
hierarchical, or spiral progression. Fourthly, the research over the last two decades has focused on more specialized 
topics such as insight, wait time for problem solving, visual imagery and metaphors, and schemata.
The current understanding is that, although information and memory provide “a refrigerator in which to store a stock 
of meanings for future use,” it is higher order thinking skills judgment that “selects and adopts the one to be used in an 
emergency” (Dewey, 1933, pp. 125). Complex real-life problems often require complex solutions, which are obtained 
through higher level thinking processes. Teaching higher order thinking, then, provides students with significant life 
skills and offers them an added benefit of helping them improve their content knowledge, lower order thinking, and 
self-esteem (Son, & VanSickle, 1993). Successful higher order thinking depends upon a person´s capacity to apply, 
reorganize, and elaborate knowledge in the context of the thinking situation.
Higher order thinking processes involve a number of major concepts, based on three postulations about thinking and 
learning. First, the levels of thinking cannot be entangled in the levels of learning because they engage several co-
dependent components and levels. Second, whether or not thinking can be learned without subject matter content is 
only a theoretical point. In everyday life, students will learn content in community and school experiences, regardless 
of theories. Third, higher order thinking skills entails a number of thinking processes applied to complex situations with 
multiple variables. 
In short, the main concepts involved with higher order thinking are (Crowl et al., 1997):
x Context - The level of thinking depends upon the context, with real-world situations and variables
x Metacognition - The self-correcting nature of thinking. It includes awareness of one’s thinking processes, self-
monitoring, and application of known heuristics and higher order thinking skills
x Procedural knowledge – it may be a prerequisite for higher order thinking, but it actually is a type of knowledge 
(of rules and their application) 
x Comprehension - part of lower order thinking skills, is integral to higher order thinking skills development
x Creativity - some authors do not consider creativity as higher order thinking, yet, it cannot be detached from the 
process. The very act of generating solutions to problems requires the creative process of going beyond previously 
learned concepts and rules
x Insight – the sudden unexpected solution to a problem; insight solutions require problem-solving and cognitive 
strategies
x Intelligence - no longer limited to the idea of a single ability or global capacity to learn, adapt, and think rationally; 
inclusive in its general and specific abilities to embrace general knowledge, comprehension, thinking, and problem 
solving; multidimensional in mental processes involving convergent and divergent thinking; and multilevel, 
including linguistic-verbal, logical-mathematical, spatial, musical, bodily-kinaesthetic, interpersonal, and 
intrapersonal abilities that influence one’s approaches to problem solving and thinking
x Problem Solving – the process of problem solving requires “a series of successive decisions, each of which 
depends on Higher Order Thinking Skills the outcomes of those that precede it” (Crowl et al., 1997, pp. 189)
x Critical thinking - the disposition to provide evidence or reasoning in support of conclusions, request evidence or 
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reasoning from others, and perceive the total situation and change one’s views based on the evidence.
The above mentioned higher order thinking skills, do not differ completely from lower order thinking skills, as they 
are combinations of those basic skills used in a more specific way (Puchta, & Williams, 2011).
3. The National Curriculum in England and in Brazil - promoting thinking skills in the classroom
Primary schooling in England accommodates children aged from five to 11 years. Full-time education is compulsory 
for all children aged five up to 17 (18 from 2015).
Education Reform Act of 1988 set out a National Curriculum for every maintained (state) school in England, Wales 
and Northern Ireland. Its purpose was to standardize the content taught across schools in order to enable assessment and 
statistical analysis.
Schools devote time and resources to ensure pupils learn, practise, combine, develop and refine a wide range of 
skills in their work across the National Curriculum. Some of these skills are subject specific, other are common to 
several subjects or universal. The document establishes the development of six key skills that help learners to improve 
their learning and performance in education, work and life, hence, are essential to effective learning. These key skills 
are embedded in the National Curriculum: 
x Communication;
x Application of number;
x Information technology;
x Working with others;
x Improving own learning and performance and 
x Problem solving.
One could argue that these determinations are universal curriculum features. But there is one key element that sets 
the English primary curriculum apart. The explicit reference to the development of thinking skills in the classroom. It 
claims that by using thinking skills pupils can focus on ‘knowing how’ as well as ‘knowing what’ – learning how to 
learn. It also enlists five thinking skills that complement the key skills and are embedded in the National Curriculum:
x Information-processing skills: these enable pupils to locate and collect relevant information, to sort, classify,
sequence, compare and contrast, and to analyse part/whole relationships;
x Reasoning skills: these enable pupils to give reasons for opinions and actions, to draw inferences and make 
deductions, to use precise language to explain what they think, and to make judgements and decisions informed by 
reasons or evidence;
x Enquiry skills: these enable pupils to ask relevant questions, to pose and define problems, to plan what to do and 
how to research, to predict outcomes and anticipate consequences, and to test conclusions and improve ideas;
x Creative thinking skills: these enable pupils to generate and extend ideas, to suggest hypotheses, to apply
imagination, and to look for alternative innovative outcomes;
x Evaluation skills: these enable pupils to evaluate information, to judge the value of what they read, hear and do, to 
develop criteria for judging the value of their own and others’ work or ideas, and to have confidence in their 
judgements.
The development of thinking skills is an explicit part of the English National Curriculum (DfEE/QCA, 2000) since 
2000, which endorses the compulsory development of pupils´ cognitive abilities in the primary classroom. The key 
motivation sustaining this legislative change was a government-commissioned report elaborated by Carol McGuinness 
in 1999. “From thinking skills to thinking classrooms” corroborated the positive impact thinking skills interventions and 
programmes had on pupils and described the academic, cognitive and social progress made by pupils exposed to these 
interventions and programmes.
There is still some debate on what each intervention specifically develops but, overall, the fundamental claim is that 
thinking skills interventions aim to help pupils to become better thinkers, by supporting them to exploit their strengths, 
to repair their weaknesses in thinking and assists them to recognise and develop their potential (Sternberg et al., 2007). 
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These interventions can also create a more democratic, inclusive and fun learning environment, which can be especially 
beneficial to pupils with special educational needs (Halpern, 2003).
One of the most significant intervention programmes is Instrumental Enrichment (Feuerstein, 1980). It rests on the 
assumption that intelligence is modifiable and dynamic, instead of being fixed and dormant, and it is designed to 
enhance the cognitive skills necessary for independent thinking. This intervention aims to improve critical thinking 
with the skills, concepts, operations and attitudes necessary for independent learning, to identify and adjust deficiencies 
in thinking and to help individuals "learn how to learn". In brief, it aspires to develop cognitive functions regarded as a 
shortfall in low achieving pupils. 
Another important proposal is Philosophy for Children (Lipman, 1991), which aims to develop the ability to go 
beyond the information given and to engage with texts not just in terms of their literal meaning but at an analytic and 
conceptual level. To do this the teacher must offer more than instruction in the mechanics of reading or writing. If we 
wish to actively encourage children to think for themselves and give them the means to think critically, creatively and 
to solve problems then philosophy, in the Socratic tradition of discussion, questioning and experimenting with ideas, 
seems to be a crucial option. How to encourage independent thinking and cooperative learning are key questions for 
teachers of children at any age. Philosophy represents one possible answer because, rather than being told what to 
think, through philosophy children participate in a community of enquiry, in which they are exposed to and internalise 
the skills and habits of higher order thinking (Fisher, 1998). 
Among the thinking skills that Philosophy for Children aims to foster are just those skills which underpin the 
National Curriculum in England (DfEE/QCA, 2000), namely information processing, enquiry, reasoning, creative 
thinking and evaluation.
Two models for delivering thinking skills interventions and programmes in schools have been proposed 
(McGuinness, 1999): a discrete intervention, where general thinking skills are exclusively improved through an 
additional programme slotted in the curriculum and an infused approach, where interventions for the development of 
thinking are infused across the normal curriculum. The implementation of thinking skills interventions are said to be 
time consuming and, because teachers are mainly concerned with the delivery of the programme, they may not have the 
time to deliver extra subjects and activities. Hence, the latter model seems to be more appealing to teachers.
McGuinness (1999) suggested that the development of pupils´ thinking requires open-minded teachers that are able 
to understand the nature of knowledge and thinking and capable of establishing an educational atmosphere where 
prediction, questioning, challenging and arguing are actively pursued. Hence, it is indispensable to prepare teachers for 
the responsibility of successfully developing pupils’ knowledge and skills, and to prepare them for a brighter, yet more 
challenging, future. 
Adequate training and the acquisition of practical, useful strategies to deliver thinking skills interventions are 
paramount parameters that can further foment teachers’ understanding and professional development. It is imperative 
that teachers continuously endeavour to perfect their teaching skills, so that teaching and learning become permanent 
successful experiences. It is also crucial that all teachers feel confident about how they can help their pupils to become 
better thinkers (Swarts & Parks, 1994).
3.1. The National Curriculum in Brazil – teaching to think?
In Brazil, primary schooling or ensino fundamental is mandatory for all children aged six up to 14. The National 
Curricular Parameters for Fundamental Education stipulates guidelines for the nine years of compulsory initial 
education.
Similarly to the English National Curriculum, the National Curricular Parameters for Fundamental Education also 
determines the development of basic and specific skills and has similar teaching and learning goals. It further 
highlights, as fundamental education main objectives, the need to ensure learners are able to, inter alia, “question 
reality by formulating problems and solving them, through logical thinking, creativity, intuition, critical analysis ability 
and by selecting procedures and verifying its adequacy” (MEC/SEF, 1997, pp.69). However, it does not explain how 
pupils develop those skills, nor explicitly recommend the development of thinking skills.
Contrary to England, the explicit development of children’s thinking in primary schools does not find legal backing. 
There appears to be a considerable federal investment in education, yet, its prime target is to reduce illiteracy in Brazil. 
According to the Brazilian Institute for Geography and Statistics, the 2007 Domicile National Research revealed that 
14,1 million people were illiterate (9,9% of the population aged 15+). The 2010 Census revealed that the illiteracy rate 
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for this population had fallen from 13,65% in 2000 to 9,6% in 2010.
This national economic stance may explain why the dissemination and implementation of programmes for 
developing thinking in primary schools are not educational priorities and it may also account for the reduced research 
investment in the field.
Yet, even though the vast majority of primary schools are not actively engaged with the teaching of thinking and 
research involving thinking skills interventions is still scarce, it is not entirely non-existent. Literature reviews show 
several essays on the matter (Litto, 1998; Witter, 2004), as well as several studies that include child education and the 
development of creativity (Coelho de Oliveira, 2006) and adult learning styles (Souto, 2003). Furthermore, the work of 
several entities and related projects are worth mentioning: 
- The Brazilian Centre for Philosophy for Children has implemented the Philosophy for Children programme in Brazil 
since 1985;
- Programmes like “Educating for Thinking” and “Philosophy in Schools”, led by Brasília University, promote the 
teaching of thinking in local schools;
- The project “School of the Future” led by São Paulo University and its Virtual Didactic Laboratory, have produced 
studies on the metacognition role in the learning process and school success (Davis et al., 2005).
Other studies (Souza, 2005) and school projects are based on Paulo Freire´s socio-constructivist contributions for the 
teaching and learning theory and practice. Even though Freire´s (2000) work was mainly focused on proposals to tackle 
adult illiteracy, his method still aims to foment an ethical and critical conscience, it places the student at the centre of 
his/her own learning process and encourages him/her to uncover knowledge. Besides these aspects, a further similarity 
with thinking skills interventions is the establishment of “culture circles” to replace the traditional classroom setting 
and thus, create a more democratic, inclusive learning environment, very similar to a community of enquiry setting.
Even though several Brazilian schools and universities are actively involved with “teaching for thinking” 
approaches, the current state-of-the-art of thinking skills research shows plenty of scope for further research on the use 
and impact of thinking skills interventions at primary school level. 
Hence the study that is presented next. The study was part of a postdoctoral research project and aimed to understand 
the validity, necessity and efficacy of a proposal based of the thinking skills intervention Philosophy for Children, when 
targeting pupils with disciplinary problems in their own environment. The scrutiny of data collected in such a specific 
social, cultural and educational context may allow a more effective and lasting implementation of thinking skills
programmes, as well as a more objective and coherent study of its impact on the teaching and learning process.
4. The study 
The study implemented a proposal based of the Philosophy for Children programme in two Brazilian mainstream 
primary schools, involving two classes of ten-year-olds. The rationale behind choosing this particular programme is the 
fact that thinking skills interventions developed in community are particularly beneficial as they encourage the 
development of knowledge and social skills through interaction and collaborative learning, the sharing of ideas and 
discussing in order to achieve understanding (Baumfield et al., 1995). Pupils may be assisted by adults or more able 
peers, as suggested by Vygotsky´s concept of Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978). Similarly, Philosophy 
for Children stresses the creation of key environment conditions to foment cooperative learning by promoting a 
democratic community of enquiry within the class and making use of explicit norms. Modelling is a powerful way of 
learning and through discussion and exchange of ideas, children’s progress can be rapid (Fisher, 1998).
The study aimed to analyse the impact of this type of intervention on primary school pupils, to verify and understand 
whether changes of behaviour, creativity, self-esteem and communication skills occurred; to determine pupils opinions 
about the intervention and about thinking about thinking; and to understand the practical implications of the data for the 
teaching and learning process, in the Brazilian context.
4.1. The methodology
The study was part of a postdoctoral research project that took place in two primary schools in Belo Horizonte, 
Brazil, during 2010-2011. In each school, one group of children aged 10-11 years old participated in nine one-hour 
144   Stela Marques /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  137 ( 2014 )  138 – 146 
sessions of the proposed intervention.
Given that there was enough scope for a small-scale longitudinal study, it was necessary to address the investigation 
process in three different phases. 
4.1.1. First Phase
The preliminary stage was concerned with the preparation of the fieldwork proceedings and pre-assessment. The 
first step was to obtain access permission from the two primary public schools. For the purpose of this study, the 
participation of one 5th grade class on each school was required. Each school’s director indicated one class based on 
reports related to disciplinary problems. Even though every pupil in each class was invited to participate, some families 
did not allow their child to participate in the study. 
The study obtained the participation of two classes of approximately 18 pupils each, one in each school. Each class 
was subdivided in two groups (for comparison purpose) but all groups were exposed to the same activities. One teacher 
from each class was also involved in the study.
Initial assessment - The researcher conducted an evaluation prior to beginning the implementation of the 
intervention. Pupils´ assessment included:
- Written exercise: pupils were provided with three pictures to help them create a story (relevant to observe vocabulary, 
creative skills and ability to interpret stories and images);
- Observations to assess behaviour, participation and attention span; 
- Questionnaires to assess self-esteem.
Teacher’s contribution included:
- Interview to discuss habitual pupils’ behaviour and participation patterns in class.
4.1.2. Second Phase
The second phase of the research process involved the actual implementation of the intervention with each group of 
children, individually. One-hour sessions occurred in a separate room (not in the pupils’ classroom), twice per week, in 
a total of nine sessions. Each group attended separate sessions, which were led by the main researcher. As part of the 
intervention evaluation, each pupil filled in a “student log” at the end of each session, to indicate his/her understanding 
of the session and to help ascertain whether the session content was useful or adjustments need to be made for future 
sessions.
The intervention per se was conducted as follows:
x Explanation of rules of conduct;
x Reading of a text (e.g. Aesop’s fables);
x Elaboration in pairs of philosophical questions about the text;
x Writing of all questions on the board;
x Reflexion about questions and selection by pupils’ vote of one question;
x Discussion  in group of the selected question;
x Final thoughts about the topics discussed;
x Filling in of “student log”.
4.1.3. Third Phase
The final part of the study involved a post-intervention assessment exercise similar to the one conducted in the first 
stage. Pupils were evaluated and observed in the same manner and on the same parameters that were used prior to the 
intervention. Teachers initially interviewed were invited for a second interview to express their opinion about the 
intervention impact on pupils´ behaviour and participation. 
5. Results
The results’ evaluation criteria involved the comparison of data collected from both groups of pupils, in each school, 
and between schools, as well as the comparison of data gathered at the beginning and at the end of the intervention. 
Looking at the different categories analysed: observation of pupils regarding behaviour, interest and participation, all 
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four groups of children showed improvement or maintained interest; self-esteem evaluation showed a slight 
improvement in all four groups, but results had been high in the first assessment; as for the written activities to analyse
creativity, there was a generalized downfall, which was unexpected as creativity is one of the major elements developed 
through this type of intervention. One possible reason is inadequacy of the evaluation tool, which may have failed to 
stimulate pupils´ writing. 
Pupils also provided their opinions on the intervention and, unanimously, considered the experience enriching and 
valuable as they appreciated the opportunity to think and learn about “important things”. As one pupil put it: “Excellent 
sessions, I have learned a lot and discussed things that happen in real life”.
As for the teachers´ points of view, both stated that the time pupils had to participate in the intervention was very 
limited to allow them to see big changes. However, they noticed that “some pupils made an effort to control their 
participation, to be less aggressive, showing more respect for their peers, avoiding interrupting them.”
One teacher considered the intervention very positive “because it can have benefits in the way pupils participate in 
the classroom (more concentration, self-esteem, self-confidence)”. Yet, she pointed out that pupils´ participation and 
involvement may have been damaged by “multiple interruptions of the proposed intervention sequence, caused by 
programmed school visits...“and suggested “the development of the proposal during a longer period of time, to better 
explore the potential of the discussions.”
6. Final considerations
The idea of “teaching for thinking” is still a faint reality in Brazil, hence the importance of this study. Indeed, one 
can argue everybody can think, yet, not everyone is able to think proficiently. Given the large amount of evidence on 
the impact thinking skills interventions has on pupils´ thinking, it may be the moment for leaders and educators to 
consider the value of education for thinking. People better equipped to think will surely be less likely to underachieve
academically and, in the future, professionally. 
Since the main purpose of teaching is to empower students to become self-directed learners capable of taking 
responsibility for their own learning, it may be time to invest more wisely in educational plans that allow students to 
develop their thinking potential. Considering the development and international projection of a country depends greatly 
on the educational and cultural level of its people. Brazil surely deserves a chance for further development and 
progress.
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